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      This book is written in British English. If you’re used to reading American English, some of the spelling and punctuation may seem unusual. I promise, it’s totally safe.

      This story also features an inordinate number of geek culture references. Sorry.
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      This work contains the following:

      
        	Ableism

        	Transphobia

      

      

      Also, please note that trans women are women. Trans men are men. Non-binary people are who they tell you they are. This book is not for TERFs.
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      ‘Sit still!’

      Devon looked up at me and rolled her eyes in reply – tough to do with her face firmly in my grip.

      ‘Look,’ I said through clenched teeth. ‘Do you want the eyebrows or not? Because, I swear to the entire Q Continuum, if you make me laugh you’re just going to end up with glue smeared all over your face.’

      ‘Okay, okay.’ She reached up and removed my hand from her face. ‘Give me a minute.’

      Releasing my hold on her, I set the glue stick down. I was dying to ask her to fill me in on all the details of her life – we hadn’t seen each other since Christmas, after all. We rarely even spoke these days. But when we did, it was like no time had passed; we were the same inseparable besties we’d been since we were seven.

      So when she said she needed a moment, I knew her well enough to understand that she wanted no distractions.

      With her eyes closed, she exhaled slowly through her mouth. ‘Okay, I’m ready. Vulcan me up, Lem. Please. Sorry for squirming.’

      Picking my glue stick back up, I tipped her head back and set to work. ‘Let me just do your eyebrows and then you can finish your story.’

      ‘’Kay,’ was all she said – because, for Devon, holding still meant she couldn’t talk.

      ‘Right, your brows are glued down,’ I said a minute later. I dusted them with powder and then covered them in a layer of concealer. When I was satisfied, I picked up my eyebrow pencil and drew in the new Vulcan replacements.

      Squatting down so I was level with her, I inspected my handiwork. I touched up a few points then pronounced her finished. ‘Your permission to speak is hereby restored.’

      The new black, angular eyebrows – replacing her usual rounded red ones – completely changed her look.

      As we both stood up, Devon resumed her story right where she’d left off. ‘…Tore into her. “If you won’t let anyone slut-shame you, then how dare you virgin-shame anyone else.” She’s really cool. You’d like Rosa.’ She pulled her headband off, letting her hair fall back into position.

      ‘She sounds amazing,’ I said as I picked my scissors up off the vanity. ‘Now hold still again – I need to touch up your fringe.’

      ‘’Kay.’

      I stuck my tongue out the edge of my mouth as I stood on my tiptoes to snip a few stray hairs. Spock required a perfectly straight black fringe. ‘You did a great job with the dye. I can’t even see any ginger.’ I plucked a bit of fluff off her blue Starfleet top.

      ‘Ta.’

      Her look would have been more faithful to the original if she’d worn a wig, but her sensory issues made that a no-go. She’d tried it once – after I had convinced her that she’d stop noticing it after a bit. All day long, she’d poked, prodded, and fidgeted with it. By the end of the day, she’d gone into complete shutdown. We’d had to get a stupidly expensive cab back to our hotel because I couldn’t navigate her onto the train. I felt horribly guilty.

      So now she achieved a reasonable facsimile of the famous do with a combination of temporary black hair-dye and by pulling her chin-length bob into a short ponytail. Trim complete, I set the scissors back down. ‘Okay, Spock. Now do me.’

      She made me straddle the toilet, facing the wall so she could access the back of my hair. No wig needed here – my shoulder-length blond locks lent themselves to Seven of Nine’s French twist. I just couldn’t do it myself. ‘Okay, I think that’s got it,’ she said after a few minutes. ‘Turn around so I can see the front.’

      When I’d done as she bade, Devon pinned a few fly-aways into place with bobby pins. We stood up and peered into my bathroom’s small mirror together.

      ‘Oh, Lem. I almost forgot… I made you something!’ She ran from the room. A moment later she returned, rummaging through her rucksack as she moved.

      ‘Hang on,’ I said. ‘Let me just put the ocular implant on.’

      Holding up a small item carefully wrapped in fuchsia tissue paper, she said, ‘Well, actually…’

      I accepted the proffered package and unwrapped the item. Inside was a hard plastic replica of Seven’s implant. It was about a thousand per cent nicer than the cheap one I’d ordered online. ‘Devon, this is amazing. Where did you— Wait. Did you make this?’

      Nodding, she pushed me back down onto the toilet seat. ‘It should fit you perfectly. I made a mould of your face and found some blueprints of the implant online and then married the two up and—’

      I blinked. ‘What? You made a mould of my face? What? When? How?’

      She positioned the implant above my left eye, marked the outline with a few dots of pen. ‘Oh, yeah. I built a 3D model of your face using photos from different perspectives.’ She painted glue onto the back of the implant and carefully positioned it.

      ‘Creep,’ I teased. It fit perfectly – so much comfier than the one I’d been using.

      Devon stuck her tongue out. ‘I’ve made peace with who I am. Anyway, once I had the model, I set one of the university’s printers up to make it. I painted it by hand, though.’ After finishing undergrad, she’d moved to Nottingham to do a master’s and then a PhD.

      She lifted my hand to my face and pressed my fingers to the model. ‘Hold that in place for a few minutes while the glue sets.’

      Obediently, I held the decorative fixture in place. ‘What time is Nerys coming over? Or is she meeting us there? Ugh. Why did we have to invite her? She’s just going to misgender me all day and make snide remarks about how we both need to grow up.’

      Devon studied her reflection. ‘She’s in Sevenoaks, visiting her parents. My mother had lunch with her family the other day. Nerys asked how we were—’

      ‘And Maureen mentioned Eastercon,’ I posited.

      Devon nodded. ‘And blah blah blah. Plans were made.’

      I could see it in my mind. ‘You were informed, not consulted.’

      ‘Can you imagine my mother’s response if we said we didn’t want Nerys to join us?’ Devon leaned back against the vanity.

      Once upon a time, the three of us had been the best of friends – a proper geeky trio. Back then, Nerys had read, watched, gamed, and cosplayed right along with us. In fact, her natural flair for strategy and her vivid imagination made her a far better D&D player than either Devon or I was.

      But something had changed when we’d all gone away to university. Devon and I had gone to Bath to study physics and computer science, respectively. Nerys went to Birmingham to do dentistry and turn into some sort of Stepford Wife.

      I sighed. ‘Nerys isn’t that bad,’ I said – as much to myself as to Devon. ‘Anyway, how are your parents?’

      Devon picked up my scissors and trimmed a few non-existent hairs in her fringe. ‘Same old. My mother sent me with a few of Dad’s casseroles for you. Says she’s not convinced you’re eating properly.’

      My father had been killed in a car crash when I was a teenager. With no one else to take me in, I’d moved in with Devon’s family. Her mother was a smothery sort, worrying about everything and nothing. Her dad was great, though. After I’d finished university a few years back, he’d helped me put my application together for the grad scheme at the bank where he worked.

      With my hand still holding the last part of my costume to my face, I scowled as best I could. ‘I eat just fine.’

      Devon bent down to check on the implant. ‘I think you’re good now. Anyway, I know you do. In truth, I think she just didn’t like the casserole and wanted an excuse to fob it off.’ She covered both of us in hairspray and then washed her hands.

      We finished in the bathroom and checked ourselves in the full-length mirror in my hallway.

      Devon picked a cardigan up off the floor and carefully hung it up as I frowned at my reflection. Although my hips and bust were padded and I was both cinched and tucked for the gods, I was never going to have Jeri Ryan’s figure. She was tall and curvy – I was short and boxy. When I looked at myself, I still saw boy. I fought the urge to stick my tongue out at the image in the mirror. Devon had known me most of my life, but there was no need to invite her into the depths of my dysphoria.

      ‘Oh, and Nerys said she’d meet us at the Costa in North Greenwich,’ Devon said.

      I licked my finger and tried to flatten a stray hair. ‘She’s making an effort to reconnect. I suppose we should give her a chance.’

      Devon looped her arm through my elbow. ‘You look gorgeous, Lem. Stunning.’

      I was careful to raise my right eyebrow – not my embellished left – and glared at her reflection. ‘Vulcans aren’t supposed to lie.’ She released my arm and pulled her black Chelsea boots on.

      Devon glanced down at me as I sat on the bench to pull on the silver high-heeled and knee-length boots that went with my costume. ‘Seven’s look from Picard would be so much more comfortable, don’t you think?’

      ‘It would,’ I agreed, ‘but the Voyager look is more classic.’ I studied myself again.

      Devon leaned into the frame and looked at me in the mirror. She didn’t like making eye contact, so if she was it meant something. ‘Listen to me, Lem. You’re a beautiful—’

      I stabbed a finger at her reflection. ‘The next word out of your mouth had better not be woman.’ I didn’t do gender.

      She jabbed both her fists into her hips. ‘Person.’

      I prised her hand away from her hip and clasped it in mine. ‘Thank you.’

      It was her turn to frown at the reflection of us. ‘You’re sure you can’t make it tomorrow?’

      ‘I can’t. Plans.’

      She arched an already-high Vulcan eyebrow. ‘Fascinating. And you still won’t tell me about these mysterious plans?’

      For the thousandth time, I thought about telling her everything – but I didn’t want to jinx it. Instead, I countered with a question of my own. ‘Are you going to tell me about this mysterious new job you’ve accepted?’

      She pursed her lips. ‘It’s in Scotland. I can’t say much more.’

      I shook my head. ‘Let’s go. We can take the Thames Path to Costa, meet Nerys, and then we’ll head over to the ExCel in time for the first panel of the day.’

      Devon’s eyes lit up. ‘Can we ride the Dangleway?’

      Pulling the door shut behind us, I said, ‘Fine, but only because I love you.’
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      ‘That panel on Canadian spec-fic was interesting, don’t you think?’ I gathered up our bottles and plates and arranged them on the tray as Devon and Nerys collected their belongings. The ExCel’s eating area was a bustling hive of people – many dressed in every kind of geeky costume under the sun. Others, like Nerys, were in ordinary street clothes. Nerys wore her naturally curly light brown hair straight.

      ‘I met a Canadian recently,’ replied Devon. ‘I don’t think she liked me very much, though.’ She followed me to the bin where I disposed of the rubbish and stacked up the dirty dishes.

      Nerys headed back towards the main venue. ‘You don’t think anyone likes you, silly.’ As Devon and I caught up to her, she turned to me. ‘Anyway, Lem, I’d have thought you would have preferred to join me at the panel on the evolution of the portrayal of women in science fiction.’

      I glanced at Devon, who raised her eyebrows. Before I could open my mouth, Devon said, ‘Nerys, don’t start. We invited you to join us because the three of us have always come to Eastercon together. But you’ve—’

      ‘What? I was kidding!’ Nerys raised her arms in self-defence. ‘They can take a joke.’ She turned to me, batting long lashes above her blue eyes. The picture of innocence. ‘You’re cosplaying a woman, Lem. That’s all I meant.’

      ‘She.’ Devon punched her fists into her hips. ‘Lem’s pronouns are she and her.’

      Nerys made a sort of sweep-away gesture. ‘I’m woke – I’ve actually been reading a lot about this. Non-binary people use they and them.’

      If I couldn’t make one of my best friends understand why ‘she’ felt right to me as an agender person, how could I ever hope to explain myself to strangers? My fingers curled into claws.

      Devon rounded on Nerys, giving her the full force of her stubborn personality. ‘We respect the pronouns of agender and non-binary people—’

      Whatever she was going to say next was cut off by a big booming voice from a distance. ‘Alrigh’, you three. I sees you there.’

      A smile crossed my face as I scanned the crowd for Charley. Although she’d lived all over and had been based in Brighton for the past decade, her voice retained its Welshness. I eventually spied her about twenty metres to my left.

      Charley was short – only standing as high as my shoulder – and almost as wide as she was tall. Her rainbow locs stretched past her shoulders, framing the deep umber of her skin.

      ‘Charley!’ I ran and hugged her. ‘It’s so good to see you. I swear you haven’t aged a day.’ I’d missed the last few cons because of work. We’d had a few virtual sessions over the last few months, but I hadn’t seen her in person in almost a year. You always knew you’d had a Charley hug when you couldn’t feel your legs for several minutes afterwards.

      When she released me, she studied Nerys out of the corner of her eye. ‘Too good for costumes now, I see.’

      Devon folded her arms across her chest. ‘Nerys says cosplay is immature.’ Charley knew better than to try to hug Devon. And Charley was respectful enough to not make a big deal out of it either.

      ‘Oh, she would not say that to my sixty-eight-year-old face.’ Charley spun on her Converse trainers. Her skirt – an elaborate construction with every colour imaginable – fanned out around her. The face she pointed at was made up with brightly coloured fish around her eyes. ‘Would you, Nerys?’ When Charley lifted her hands, her black leather jacket opened, showing off her black fishnet top.

      If looks could kill, well, the look Nerys shot Devon might have given her a slight bruise.

      Nerys breathed an annoyed-sounding breath. ‘It’s fine for people like you, but I’m a respected member of the community. I can’t be seen dressing up like Deanna Troi anymore.’

      The intricate fish painted around Charley’s eye appeared to leap as she raised an eyebrow. Instead of saying anything, she turned towards Devon and me.

      ‘How,’ Devon demanded, ‘is a dentist more respectable than someone who runs a women’s shelter?’

      ‘And a burlesque club,’ I added. In addition to her day job, Charley also managed popular events in Brighton and all over the south-east of England.

      Charley put her hand through my elbow. ‘Oi, you two. Leave off, like. She doesn’t get it.’

      Devon cocked her head to the side like she wanted to argue. Instead, she said, ‘We aren’t late, are we? I thought we still had a few minutes before we were due to meet up with you for the game. Where’s Midnight?’

      ‘Nah, pure fluke I stumbled upon you three now. And, to answer the most important question, Midnight’s gone on ahead to get everything set up,’ said Charley. ‘Come along – I’ll show you where we’re at.’

      We headed for the conference centre’s eastern exit, Nerys muttering insincere but desperate apologies as we walked. My head was swivelling, trying to take in all the sights and sounds and smells. We passed other con-goers in all sorts of costumes standing around tables that were set up to sell books, crafts, and various art pieces.

      ‘Are we all back again tomorrow?’ Charley asked. ‘Some more interesting-sounding panels and workshops on the programme.’

      ‘Lem can’t make it – they’ve got plans,’ declared Nerys triumphantly, like she was imparting the latest Hollywood gossip. ‘I want to know more, but they won’t tell us any details.’

      I grabbed Devon’s arm and stopped to check out a table loaded with colourful toys and stuffed animals in the shape of various monsters and aliens. ‘I don’t have the energy to argue with Nerys.’

      ‘Only got a few left,’ said the woman working the stall. ‘All made by my own fair hands. I’ll do you a good deal just to avoid having to carry them home on the Tube.’ She smiled cheerfully at us.

      Devon picked up a rainbow-coloured monster and held it aloft. ‘What do you think? For my nephew, I mean?’

      I touched a few of the toys tentatively before a bright pink brain caught my eye. ‘That one’s got a squeaker,’ the woman said. ‘It’s quite solidly built – should stand up to fairly rigorous abuse. And if you each buy one, I can do you thirty quid for both. Regular price is twenty-five apiece.’

      ‘Sold,’ I said. She held the card reader up and I touched my watch to it. I grinned as I put the brain into my backpack. It was perfect.

      With the crowds beginning to thin, I spied Charley and Nerys in the distance as they neared the exit. I gestured to Devon and we set off after them.
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      We caught up with Charley and Nerys – who were steadfastly ignoring one another – halfway across the car park. A plane departing London City Airport flew just over our heads.

      The four of us arrived at the Premier Inn a few minutes later. Just opposite the ExCel Centre, it was a handy place for con-goers who weren’t local. ‘Come on,’ said Charley. ‘We’re on the third floor.’ We followed her up the stairs and down a long corridor filled with identical doors. Charley knocked on one as she touched her key card to the reader. ‘Hey, kiddo, we’re coming in.’

      A young girl with a serious face looked up. Midnight wore a blue bodysuit with red and gold detailing. The costume’s red hood was embellished with golden wings. ‘Lem! Devon! You found them, Nana.’ She arched a thick black eyebrow and lowered the pitch of her voice. ‘Nerys.’

      ‘I did indeed, child. Now, how are you getting on with the set-up?’

      Midnight pumped sanitiser into everyone’s hands before showing us around. The far end of the hotel room had been set up as the game space. The window had a good view of planes taking off and landing. Today’s set-up wasn’t anything like what we’d had the first few times we’d played with Charley. Back then, we’d used hand-drawn battle maps, paper character sheets. The gamemaster – Charley’s late wife, Dawn – always grinned at us over a cardboard privacy screen which hid her devilish plans for the session. Now it was almost entirely virtual.

      Midnight’s MacBook was open on one of the beds – facing away from us, naturally. That, it seemed, was her Star Master screen. A long cable led from the laptop to the room’s television, which displayed a blueprint of a spaceship. The ambient rumble of engines and the blips and bleeps of controls emanated from speakers that I was pretty sure didn’t come standard with the room.

      Midnight’s set-up may be different from what we’d been used to before she took over as star master a couple of years back but I had to admit it was impressive and immersive.

      We hadn’t been much older than Midnight was now when we’d first joined Charley and Dawn and a few others in playing D&D and similar role-playing games. We’d played online for Midnight’s twelfth birthday, just a couple of months ago.

      Midnight hugged me. She studied my face and, for a moment, I feared she would comment on the changes in my presentation – but I needn’t have feared. ‘You’ve got a new implant! It’s so cool. May I?’

      When I nodded, she reached out to touch the eyepiece Devon had made for me. ‘It’s so detailed. I love it.’

      Once I’d told her about Devon surprising me with the piece, Midnight talked us through what she’d set up. Midnight always had such a serious face – as though she were the only adult in the room. ‘Right. Are we all ready to play Stardust Wake? I trust everyone has the app with your character sheets?’

      ‘I’m good to go,’ I said, holding my phone out to show her. ‘I’ve got a dice-roller app too.’

      Devon took a place on the sofa opposite Midnight and slid something out of her bag that looked like a mouse mat with poppers in the corners. She folded the outer edges up and closed the poppers, turning it into a dice tray. ‘My character sheet is ready too,’ she said, tipping a small pouch with a full set of polyhedral dice into the tray.

      Midnight gave no reaction to Devon’s stubborn refusal to use a dice-rolling app. They’d been arguing about this for ages. While Devon was no technophobe, sometimes she preferred the feel and the sound of tangible objects over their virtual counterparts.

      ‘This is really cool, Midnight,’ Nerys remarked as she and I filled the rest of the couch. ‘Did you do all this yourself or did your nan help you?’ Perhaps the modern set-up and the lack of board game-esque trimmings made her feel less like she was regressing into her geek days.

      Midnight smiled sweetly at Nerys. ‘Oh, that’s right. I always forget you haven’t joined us in a few years now. If I’m honest, I wasn’t expecting you today.’

      Devon pulled a lap desk from her bag and arranged her dice tray and notebook on its smooth surface. ‘She was meant to be attending the disability representation in fandom panel talk. We didn’t think she was coming.’

      Nerys crossed her arms over her chest. ‘I thought you, of all people, would be joining me.’

      Devon arched a black, angled eyebrow. ‘Why?’

      ‘You have autism.’ Nerys whispered the last word like it wasn’t something people mentioned in polite society.

      ‘I do not.’ Devon set her bag on the floor.

      ‘She’s autistic, Nerys,’ I said. ‘You know better than that.’

      Nerys examined her immaculate fingernails. ‘In my courses, we were taught to use person-first language.’

      Courses? What courses? Nerys had finished university when I had – five years ago. It was only Devon who’d stayed on for post-grad studies.

      Devon nodded. ‘Because, otherwise, you forget we are people.’

      Charley, who was making tea for everyone, set down the carton of oat milk she was holding. ‘In this house, we respect people’s identities. Nerys, if you can’t treat people with basic human dignity, you’re welcome to leave right now.’

      Nerys made an inscrutable face but didn’t say anything. She certainly didn’t point out that we weren’t in Charley’s house. Or anyone’s house.

      Charley handed out mugs of tea. Despite how infrequently we met up in the flesh, she always remembered how everyone took their tea.

      When we were all sitting, Midnight straightened her back and pressed a button on her laptop, arresting our attention. Suspenseful neo-retro synth music started playing. She lifted her hands in an orator’s pose and began the scene.

      ‘The year is 3109. You are the crew of a former naval medical ship, Trailblazer. You’ve been travelling through space for three weeks and are about to arrive at the mining colony planet Verlernen. A few years ago, there was a report that they discovered some old alien tech at the bottom of a lake. There was a rush of people eager to join the colony and get their share of the rewards for salvaging it. But, a few weeks ago, the whole planet fell silent. You have just come out of hyperspace and the planet looms up ahead. Can each of you describe your characters and tell me what you want to do, please?’

      Charley coughed and looked at her phone. ‘I am Captain Felicia McGloughlin. I’m a human with dark hair and dwarfism, wearing a burgundy flight jacket and big chunky boots. Am I at the ship’s controls at the moment?’

      ‘Sure, you can be if you want,’ Midnight replied.

      Charley pressed her hands together. ‘Great, can I run a scan on the planet to see if there are any signs of life?’

      Midnight looked at her laptop, then touched a few keys. ‘Yes. D’you have any relevant skills on your sheet for that, Captain?’

      ‘I have computer operation: communication.’

      Midnight inclined her head thoughtfully. ‘That’ll work. Roll for that.’

      Charley tapped her phone screen. The device made the clacking sound of dice being rolled, which I thought was a nice touch. ‘Sixteen.’

      ‘Good roll.’ Midnight smiled earnestly. ‘Yes, you can see on the scanners that there are thousands of people moving about on the planet. In fact, for such a good roll, I’m going to say that you’d swear it looks like life is going on as normal down there.’

      Charley pursed her lips and looked at the rest of us, intrigued. There was a pause as we waited to see who would go next.

      ‘I’ll go.’ I raised my phone up so I could read what was on the screen. ‘I’m Colonel Harriet Fentimen, intergalactic game hunter and wearing – well – picture the hunter from Jumanji, but futuristic and femme-presenting.’

      Everyone smiled at that.

      ‘Er, I don’t have many technical skills that can help right now. But I do have knowledge: history. Can I roll to see if there’s anything extra I know about Verlernen that might be useful?’

      Midnight lifted a hand in acquiescence. ‘Go for it.’

      My phone made the same dice-rolling noise when I tapped it. I wrinkled my nose and sighed. ‘Nope: seven.’

      Midnight bobbed her head from side to side and looked up thoughtfully. ‘Okay, seven’s not terrible. For that, I’ll say that you know that the mining operation on Verlernen was run by a company called Delafosse and that the CEO of that company is a man called Jean-Guy Delafosse.’

      I put my phone on my lap and scribbled in my notebook. The others wrote it down in theirs as well – it never hurt to make contingency notes, even if their characters weren’t, technically, supposed to know the same information.

      Nerys went next. That old imagination she’d always had kicked in as she made up a character on the spot. ‘I’ll be playing Bea Junker, the ship’s mechanic. I’m very beautiful, with curly red hair and greasy overalls. I have the navigation skill, so I guess that means I’m the one guiding us into the planet’s atmosphere?’ She looked like she was getting pulled into the story against her own will.

      Midnight nodded. ‘Go ahead and roll for it.’

      Nerys clicked the phone with her long nails and grinned. ‘I rolled a natural twenty – crit success!’

      Midnight drummed her fingers on her chin. ‘I’m not sure what it means to critically succeed flying a ship in a straight line, so I guess for that I’ll just give you a plus two to your next three skill rolls.’

      Nerys smiled condescendingly at everyone. Or no one. Maybe that was just her face now.

      ‘Don’t get too excited,’ Charley said, wagging a cautioning finger. ‘We should save some of our good luck for rolls that are more life-and-death.’

      That left Devon. She smirked. ‘I am NURS3, an ex-military medical bot. Basically, I resemble a tool cabinet with a tiny jet that keeps me hovering a few decimetres off the ground.’

      Charley looked sceptical. ‘Wait, so you can fly? Isn’t that a little OP?’

      Devon shrugged and grinned a cheeky grin. ‘Hey, the Star Master approved it. And don’t complain – I’m on your side.’

      ‘Huh. Okay, fair enough.’

      Devon scrolled through the character sheet on her phone. ‘Again, I don’t have any relevant skills for right now. But I do have the computer-link ability. Is there some way I can hook myself into the ship’s computer and assist in bringing us into the atmosphere?’

      Midnight tilted her head. ‘You could … but Bea doesn’t really look like she needs any help right now.’

      ‘Yeah, girl, I got this.’ Nerys laughed. ‘Natural twenty, crit success – remember?’

      Devon poked her tongue out the side of her mouth. ‘Okay.’ She scrolled back up through the app. ‘In that case, I’d like to try to prank the captain by telling her that I took a sample of her blood last night and it turns out that she’s pregnant.’

      Rumbles of laughter came up from everyone – except Charley, who twisted her lips to conceal a smile. ‘Hoo, lordy. Been a few decades since I had to worry about that! Still… I guess for that to be plausible, Felicia must have been going a little wild at the last spaceport. But I supposed that fits with her character.’

      ‘The buffoonery begins already, I see.’ Midnight rolled her eyes melodramatically. ‘Okay then, NURS3 and Felicia, make contested insight rolls.’

      Devon scored a twelve and Charley rolled an eight.

      ‘Well, I guess I buy it then,’ Charley said with a shrug. ‘I look at the rest of the crew and say, “Hey, I’m a space captain! Sometimes I’m too busy to take precautions. Now, can we worry about this later and focus on landing the ship?”’
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      Charley returned from the loo. ‘So, where’d we leave off?’ As always, her big voice was two levels too loud for the small room.

      Midnight breathed an impatient sigh. ‘Jean-Guy is on the floor of his office – dead in his power-armour. The vault is in front of you, but you failed to override the lock. Behind you, on the skybridge, about twelve guards are coming in fast.’

      ‘How long before they get through the door?’ Over the past three hours, Nerys had got properly into the game – almost her old, geeky self.

      ‘About forty seconds,’ said Midnight.

      I looked at Nerys and said, ‘I guess this is where I say, “I told you so.” You shouldn’t have blown up the power supply to those blast doors. Now we can’t stop the guards getting in.’

      Nerys scowled. ‘It was the first chance I had to use my demolition skill. Half the skills on my sheet haven’t even been useful this game,’ she snapped.

      ‘That’s how it goes sometimes,’ Midnight said in a no-nonsense tone that made me wince. Nerys’s moods could flip in a heartbeat – and Midnight wasn’t her biggest fan at the best of times. I’d no idea why. We’d all met Midnight when she was just a toddler. But a few years ago, Midnight just took a disliking to Nerys.

      ‘Only one thing for it then,’ I said, trying to distract them before they got into it. ‘I’ll set myself up behind Jean-Guy’s desk, using it to brace my photon rifle, and I’ll try to shoot as many guards as I can.’

      ‘All right,’ Midnight said and I could see in her eyes that she knew what I was doing. ‘For that, we’ll use the rules for attacking a swarm creature. So, roll against your rifle skill at a difficulty level of ten and your margin of success is the number of guards you take down before they reach the door.’

      I rolled, then groaned. ‘Twelve. So, I only manage to kill two guards.’

      ‘Yeah, sorry.’ Midnight wrinkled her nose in a way that suggested she wasn’t sorry at all.

      Devon appeared to have a flash of inspiration. ‘Wait. Can I use my computer-link skill to connect to the facility’s AI and divert power from the vault door to the skybridge door?’

      Midnight considered this. ‘Hmm… Actually, yeah, that could work. Make a hacking skill roll.’

      Devon did so then looked up with a smirk. ‘Nineteen.’

      Midnight teased us all with a long pause as we waited on her verdict. ‘It works. You divert power from the vault door to the skybridge door. So not only does the skybridge close off, stopping the guards from getting in, but the vault door powers down and automatically opens.’

      Devon frowned. ‘If the vault door powers down, wouldn’t it be more likely to seal itself shut than op— Ow!’

      Charley had leant across and swatted her arm. ‘Are you really going to bring up last week’s homework in front of the teacher? Whose side are you on? We’re about to win!’

      Midnight shrugged. ‘Actually, now that I think about it, Devon’s probably right – but I’ve said it now, so it’s canon.’

      Nerys clapped. ‘As soon as the vault door opens, I race in there. Do I see the time-bender artefact?’

      Midnight looked up over her laptop screen with a wry grin. ‘What you see is … not what you expected. The time-bender artefact appears to be an old 1950s-style truck. It’s just there on a platform with a mysterious glow around it. And—’

      ‘No,’ I blurted. ‘Don’t you dare!’

      Midnight closed her laptop screen. ‘That is where we will pick up from next time.’

      Everyone groaned and sank into their seats. We looked at each other and the weary expressions evolved into smiles.

      ‘That was brilliant.’ Charley nodded proudly at her granddaughter. ‘Great session, Midnight. Though, I still call BS on you saying that the creature in the sewer was immune to my electro-laser.’

      Midnight stuck her tongue out at her grandmother playfully. She was so brilliant that, sometimes, it was too easy to forget she was just a kid.

      ‘I think, next time, I’ll have to change my character.’ Nerys crossed her arms and sulked. ‘She was pretty useless.’

      Charley scrunched up her face. Her rainbow locs cascaded over her shoulder as she shook her head. ‘You can’t change characters mid-adventure. You just need to think outside the box a little. Be creative with your skills. You could have used your engineering skill to repair some of the rebel defence turrets in Neo Davisara. Engineering doesn’t just have to mean healing the robot character.’

      Nerys shoved her phone back into her purse and stood up. ‘Well, I’m sorry if life has taught me to look at things pragmatically and straightforwardly. We can’t all afford to live half our lives in fantasy land.’

      Midnight glared at Nerys. I had to step in before Midnight said something to set Nerys off. ‘Don’t take it so hard. No one forced you to play. We know fantasy isn’t so much your thing anymore. That’s why we didn’t invite you to begin with.’

      ‘I guess asking to play was a mistake then,’ Nerys scoffed. ‘I thought maybe I could persuade Lem to tell us about their hot date tomorrow or get Devon to spill the details on her new job. But if none of you will tell me your secrets, I guess you don’t even care enough to pry my news out of me.’ She scooped up her coat and swept out of the room, leaving an awkward silence.

      Devon arched an eyebrow. ‘She didn’t, though.’

      Charley pulled a face before turning to Devon. ‘Hmm?’

      ‘She didn’t ask to play,’ Devon said. ‘We invited her to the con because, otherwise, my mother would have had a fit. But she was supposed to be going to a panel instead of joining us for the game.’

      I looked at my watch. ‘It’s gone six. Shall we see about getting some dinner? Maybe we can go to The Pilot in North Greenwich?’

      ‘Good plan,’ said Charley. Turning to Midnight, she added, ‘Come on, kiddo.’
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      ‘Red alert!’ exclaimed Captain Picard. ‘All hands to bat—’ I reached over and clicked the button on my phone to shut off the sound. Some days, I missed old-fashioned alarm clocks that you could slap.

      I flung the covers off myself and climbed out of bed. Still yawning, I stumbled to the bathroom. When I finished, I ambled back to my room to get dressed. Ordinarily, I’d wake up as late as possible before stumbling around, trying to find clean clothes.

      But today was different.

      I had my whole outfit laid out for today. Not that I was nervous or anything. I’d changed my mind a thousand times about what to wear today. In my mind, I could hear Devon asking, ‘Is it really a thousand – or are you just making numbers up?’

      It was important to make the right impression. I needed to be seen as someone who was both warm and approachable, but also pragmatic and ready for anything. Fun and friendly – but competent and capable.

      Deep breath. Two, three, five, seven, eleven, thirteen. I counted primes just like Devon had taught me to. It was a way to regain my focus and stay grounded.

      I’d been sure to leave myself enough time to head to my local café for breakfast. I headed out into the drizzle and walked the 500 or so metres. Wouldn’t it be nice to have someone to walk with me?

      When I pushed the door open, Monika, the café’s owner looked up from her place behind the till. ‘Morning, Lem. The usual?’

      I pushed the hood of my raincoat back. ‘Yes, please. Thank you. Could I get avo on toast as well?’

      The café was entirely populated by couples – and what looked to be a friend group. I was the only lone customer. Steering clear of the couples with kids, I picked a table next to a couple with a small fluffy dog. I stopped to tickle the creature’s ears before taking my seat. Monika brought my oat milk flat white to my table a few minutes later. I was keenly aware of my aloneness as I gazed out the window at the Thames, sipping my coffee. What if this is the day my life changes forever?

      I hoped so.

      What would life be like with someone who loves and accepts me for who I am and who’ll never judge me based on who they think I should be? Someone who’ll be by my side every day – not just at holidays?

      I couldn’t get my hopes up. I wouldn’t let myself.

      When I had finished my breakfast, I stood up and headed back outside. The sun emerged from behind the clouds as I walked back home. Instead of going into my flat, I aimed for the parking garage.

      Forty-five minutes later, I got out of the car and clicked to lock it. Deep breath, Lem.

      I paused at the front entrance, but the doors slid open anyway. After another deep breath, I stepped in.

      A woman looked up from the front desk. ‘Hi, welcome to Dogs Trust. How can I help you today?’

      Smoothing down my top, I said, ‘Hi, my name is Lem. I’ve … er … I’ve got an appointment.’

      Her eyes lit up. ‘Oh, yes. I think we spoke a few days ago. My name is Karen. I’m so pleased someone is finally taking an interest in Spock. She’s such a lovely girl. But you know what they say about big, black dogs. It always takes longer to rehome them. Take a seat and I’ll get someone to bring you through.’

      As I sat down, I removed the plush pink brain I’d bought the day before and stroked the soft faux fur anxiously.

      I could feel it in the pit of my stomach. Everything was about to change.
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      Lem and Spock are the stars of the show in The Left Hand of Dog, which is available now. There’s a sneak peek for you included in this book (click here to jump to it).

      To follow Devon as she takes up her new job helping plan for the first permanent colony on Mars, read Devon’s Island. There’s a sneak peek of this one too (click here to jump to it).
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      CHAPTER 1. BUNNYBOOS

      ‘Geez, Spock, you want me to freeze to death?’ I tried to grab some of the duvet and … wondered why I couldn’t move. I opened my eyes, but it was too dark to see.

      ‘Hang on,’ I muttered. ‘You sleep at my feet. Why are you stealing my covers?’ Surely my eyes should have started adapting to the darkness by now. I tried to move my hand again. No joy on my right; it was pinned in place. My left arm was tangled around Spock, her fur thick between my fingers. I lifted my hand to my face and used my nose to tap my watch to activate the torch – and promptly began hyperventilating.

      This wasn’t my house. No, wait. I wasn’t at home. Spock and I had gone away somewhere. My mind felt like it was swimming through treacle – my reactions were sluggish and my head was foggy.

      And now we were spooned together in some sort of double-wide coffin. No room to move. I was curled up on my side with a squishy gel supporting me. It felt cool and slick, like it ought to be liquid, but acted more like memory foam.

      ‘I’m dreaming. I’m not trapped. It’s just a dream.’ Closing my eyes again, I took slow, deep breaths.

      Two, three, five. I struggled to remember what came after five. Seven, eleven, thirteen. Another deep breath.

      We’d left Toronto and gone… Where did we go?

      Some sort of back-to-nature break – that was it.

      Spock tried to roll over.

      We both panicked at the same time – her scrabbling desperately and me screaming. A light appeared beyond what turned out to be a clear roof above us. Although I couldn’t make out what was outside the confines of our little prison, I could at least see that there was an outside. That’s comforting, I suppose.

      ‘Algonquin Park! That’s where we were.’ We’d gone hiking and then we’d retired for the night in a little log cabin.

      I sat upright as the lid of the coffin lifted and slid aside with a soft kshhh. Wave after wave of nausea made me wish I hadn’t moved. Spock made that hur-hur-hur that was both a motion and a noise. I scrambled to one end of the coffin just as she threw her dinner up at the other end.

      A pink ball of fuzz in the corner of the coffin-box caught my eye. I reached out and picked it up. Spock’s brain. A handmade squeaky toy shaped like a human brain. I’d bought it for her a year earlier. She carried it with her everywhere. She must have been clutching it in her sleep when we … when … when whatever had happened. Spock snatched it out of my hands.

      I looked around the dim room. Maybe a workshop? No, too clean for that. A dentist’s office? Lots of shelves, cupboards, and bits of strange equipment.

      Spock sat back on her haunches and panted. I wrapped my arms around her. ‘We’ll be all right, mate. Just gotta figure it out.’

      A few months back, I’d packed up my dog and everything I owned. I’d moved us from England to Canada. It was all part of my grand plan to reinvent myself. Ergo the hiking: I was determined to become the kind of person who had adventures.

      Finding myself in an alien dentist’s office wasn’t really the sort of adventure I had in mind, though.

      Startled by the sound of movement behind me, I whirled around to face three … they had to be children in bunny costumes. ‘What?’ That’s what they had to be, right? I mean, they weren’t actually rabbits. Definitely not. For one thing, they stood upright. Real bunnies don’t normally do that, do they? For another, they were about the size of Spock.

      But the costumes looked real in that no skin showed through – not even on their faces – and I couldn’t see any zips. Also, I was pretty sure rabbits didn’t come in pastel rainbow colours. Actually, they reminded me of a toy I’d had as a child. Bunnyboo, I’d called it. Four-year-old me was terribly inventive.

      ‘Check out your floopy-floppy ears! How adorable are you?’ Nervous sarcasm still intact then.

      I was nauseated enough that shaking my head seemed like a bad idea. ‘It was beer I had last night, right? Not, like, psychedelic mushrooms? Maybe some natural tree spore that makes a person have trippy visions?’ No one answered me. Or even looked at me.

      Spock sat neatly and dropped her brain in my lap. She lifted a paw towards the nearest of the bunnyboos – for want of a better word. The creature’s mint green fur matched the emerald hue of its humongous Disney princess eyes. ‘Yip,’ said Spock in her smallest, most polite voice.

      This is not happening. I must be dreaming. Or hallucinating. Something.

      The creature pulled a device from a holster like a carpenter’s apron and pointed it at Spock. Or maybe it was merely reading what was on the screen – if it even had a screen. Who was I kidding? I had no idea what they were doing.

      Another, slightly taller bunnyboo – this one periwinkle blue with eyes like Wedgewood plates – stepped forwards and ‘spoke’ to Spock as well. That is, its mouth moved and Spock’s full attention was on it. But no sound emerged. Spock yipped again in response to whatever it was I couldn’t hear.

      Spock pointed at me with her long, sable nose then looked back at the bunnyboos and emitted a low noise, not quite a growl.

      ‘Would someone please tell me what the bollocking pufferfish is going on here?’ I demanded. Okay, not demanded. Requested. Well, pleaded. Whined, maybe. Whatever verb it was I verbed, no one paid me any heed.

      The bunnyboos of my strange hallucination were too deeply engrossed in their silent conversation with my very real dog to spare me any of their attention. It was like watching a TV on mute – except I could hear movements and breathing and the sound of my heart beating a drum on the inside of my chest.

      After a few further moments of this bizarre fever dream, Spock leapt down out of the coffin and turned to face me. She sat on her haunches and looked me in the eye. Then she lifted one paw at me in a clear imitation of the ‘stay’ command I used with her.

      A bunnyboo with heather purple fur lowered a rope lead over Spock’s head. Spock stood and followed them from the room.

      ‘Where are you taking my dog, you fluffy bastards?’ I clambered out of the coffin-bed and scrabbled after them as fast as my besocked feet would carry me. But the thick metal door slid shut seconds before I got to it.

      I pounded impotently on the door, screaming, ‘Spock! Come back. Don’t let those fuzzy arseholes hurt you.’ Unable to find a doorknob or control panel or anything, I leant against the wall next to the door and slid down until I landed on my arse. I shivered and hugged my knees to my chest.

      Why can’t I wake up? Letting my head fall forwards, I cried for a bit, whimpering Spock’s name periodically.
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      After a while, I took a deep breath. And another. I counted primes up to thirty-one.

      ‘Time to snap out of it, Lem. Think, think, think. If this is a dream, you’ll wake up soon enough, have a nice shower, go for a hike, maybe later you’ll get some therapy – and everything will be fine. But if it’s not a dream, and you really have been kidnapped by small furry creatures, then you need your wits about you, right?’

      I’d read somewhere that talking to yourself didn’t mean you were crazy – it was only crazy if you answered yourself.

      ‘Right,’ I replied. ‘Okay, first things first.’ I checked my smartwatch. Where the date and time normally were, there was just a single word: ERROR.

      Hmm, that’s weird. I checked the relevant settings. Offline. I suppose that was to be expected.

      Deep breath. ‘Right, let’s check this place out.’ I hauled myself to my feet and looked around, stopping to grab Spock’s brain toy. I clutched it to myself as I explored the perfectly ordinary room. The walls were a brilliant, glossy white and the shiny, clean floor was pale grey.

      The ceiling was more than two metres high, but the door Spock and the bunnyboos had walked through had a clearance of well under two metres – I’d have to duck to walk through it.

      The tops of the bunnyboos’ ears barely reached my shoulders, so that fit. The edges of the space were lined with cupboards and worktops – all sized for beings much shorter than me.

      There was something that looked like a sink. Smacking my lips, I wondered how long it had been since I’d had anything to drink or eat. How long had I been unconscious?

      A series of coffins on plinths stood in the middle of the room – not just the one Spock and I had climbed out of. Four of them. They looked a bit like commercial fridges lying on their backs. I approached the nearest one and peered in. The top was frosted over. I touched it to see if it was cold – but then the room was like a giant refrigerator. Everything felt cold.

      I focused on looking through the window rather than just at it. There was something in there. Another person, maybe? It dawned on me to use my watch’s torch again, so I switched it on and aimed my wrist at the window. I gazed into the abyss and … a large yellow bird stared back at me.

      It opened its beak and screamed. Well, I thought it screamed – much like when the bunnyboos spoke, I couldn’t hear anything. I could definitely hear myself howling, so I knew my ears worked.

      The door to the room whooshed open with considerably more urgency than it had whooshed shut with. The three bunnyboos and Spock ran back in.

      Oh, thank God!

      The purple one still held Spock’s lead. Thankfully, she didn’t look any the worse for whatever they’d done. I ran to her. Dropping to my knees, I wrapped my arms around her neck and buried my hands in her thick fur. ‘My baby. Are you okay?’ She sat on the floor and leant her head into my chest.

      The lid of the coffin-fridge I’d disturbed slid open and the bunnyboos gathered around it. They had their backs to us. This was my chance. I lifted the end of the lead up over Spock’s head, then beckoned her to follow me as I ran for the door.

      As before, it slid shut before I got to it. I skidded to a halt in my sock-feet and slammed into the closed door. You know that definition of stupidity that involves repeating the same actions and expecting a different outcome? Yeah, well, I may or may not have searched for a doorknob in the same spots I’d already examined. But what else was I supposed to do?

      Hearing footsteps behind me, I turned to find the blue one was pointing a device at me. Weapon? Communicator? Weather-sensor? Coaster? How the hell was I supposed to know?

      Blue looked at me. Green raised her arms. Wait, his arms? Their arms? I shook my head. Not the time to wonder about alien pronouns. I decided to stick with she until someone told me otherwise.

      Blue’s lips moved rapidly. But with no noise. The bird-creature stood up in its coffin and squawked. Frantically.

      Spock leapt in front of me. Alsatian genes told her to protect me. In stressful situations, they tended to override any good sense in her tiny dog brain.

      The bunnyboos had a silent conversation. Looked heated, though.

      ‘Wrooh.’ Spock made a plaintive bark.

      Didn’t work. Blue moved towards me. The Killer Rabbit of Caerbannog raced through my mind. But a dog-shaped shield flew through the air and chomped down on her child-sized leg. She pulled the bunnyboo away. Then, it was all a blur. Fur flew in every direction. Green. Blue. Purple. Spock’s sable. Limbs and bodies tumbled and rolled. Spock snarled and snapped her teeth.

      Green pointed her device at my dog. Spock crumpled like an empty bag. My vision glowed red. Not literally, of course. Figuratively. Still…

      ‘You killed my best friend, you fuzzy little bastard. I’ll kill you all, you monsters.’ I launched myself at the nearest bunnyboo, whichever arsehole it was. The last thing I saw was the same weapon being pointed at me. Then something hit me and I died.
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      If you enjoyed this sneak preview, The Left Hand of Dog is available now wherever books are sold. If you order direct from me, you’ll get 20% off with code STARDUST.
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      EARTH, ENGLAND, LONDON

      Stepping onto the Tube at King’s Cross St Pancras, I was relieved to find most of the seats empty. I picked one up against a glass partition to reduce the chances of anyone sitting next to me and opened my book.

      As always seems to happen, at the next station someone got on and sat right next to me. He attempted to make eye contact, but I looked away. After about a minute, he began looking over my shoulder. I tapped my lip to help calm my thoughts. Tap tap tap. Tap tap tap. He was still there, trying to read my book.

      With an eyebrow raised, I turned towards him. ‘Yes?’

      Not for the first time, I wished I could tolerate the sensation of anything touching my ears. The idea of using headphones as a signal for others to leave me alone had its appeal. Plus, they could at least partially block out the world. But no, I couldn’t cope with the way they felt.

      ‘Whatcha reading? Robert Heenan?’

      I frowned. ‘Heinlein. Robert Heinlein. It’s called The Moon Is a Harsh Mistress. It’s a—’

      He cut me off with a big toothy grin before I could finish my sentence. ‘BDSM erotica, eh? Bold choice. I like bold.’

      ‘No, it’s political science fiction about people who work with a sentient computer to overthrow an unjust gov—’

      ‘Cool, cool. I like a good romance novel too.’ He tossed an artfully messy lock behind his ear as he spoke. ‘I know it’s not meant to be the manly thing, but I love a feel-good story, you know?’

      ‘What? No, I don’t see the point.’

      ‘I’m such a sucker for a soppy story. They meet. There’s some wooing and some half-hearted resistance.’ He bobbed his head slightly with each phrase. ‘There’s a misunderstanding and a falling out. Then more wooing before our star-crossed lovers finally reunite and live happily ever after.’

      ‘Sounds boring,’ I replied. ‘Also, I’m not sure that’s what “star-cro—”’

      ‘Come on. You can’t say you don’t like a happy ending. Everyone loves a good romance. When they finally make up, it makes everything—’

      It was my turn to cut him off. ‘This is my stop. Bye.’ The train pulled into London Bridge station and I stepped out onto the Northern Line platform. Weaving between people, I made my way up to street level and exited the Underground before continuing to the mainline train area of the station.

      I wasn’t used to seeing armed guards patrolling the station entrances with their massive guns. They made me nervous. I knew their intention was the opposite: they were there to make people feel safer. But I didn’t like that it was necessary. I touched my card at the ticket barrier and walked through the body scanner onto the concourse. Checking the board for the next train to Sevenoaks, I ran up the steps to platform seven. I’d timed it well – only six minutes to the next fast train. I was pleased with that. Six was a good number.

      Forty minutes later, I was walking up my parents’ street. I spotted an unexpected car in the drive and heaved an internal sigh. At least, I didn’t think I’d let it manifest outwardly. I hoped not. Oh well.

      After opening the door, I stepped in, kicked off my shoes, and shoved them in the rack. I popped into the downstairs loo to wash my hands before making an appearance in the lounge, counting the seconds as I did so. When I got to seventeen, my mum called out.

      ‘Devon, is that you, hun?’

      Twenty-three, twenty-four, twenty-five.

      ‘Devon?’

      Twenty-eight, twenty-nine, thirty.

      ‘Dev—’

      ‘Yes, Mum. It’s me,’ I replied as I turned off the taps and grabbed the hand towel.

      ‘You’ll never guess who’s here!’

      ‘It’s Chloe,’ I said as I rounded the corner into the sitting room.

      ‘It’s Chloe and Auntie Margaret with the baby! Oh, how did you know?’

      ‘Her car is in the drive.’ My mum and her twin sister were sitting on the good sofa. My cousin sat across from them on the big chair that looked like it ought to be a lot more comfortable than it was. The baby sat on my mother’s lap, pulling at her earrings.

      I reminded myself to smile. ‘Hi, Chloe. Auntie Margaret. How are you?’

      Without warning, my aunt leapt up and enveloped me in a non-consensual hug, kissing both sides of my face. My muscles clenched involuntarily at the invasion. She gripped my chin tightly as she leaned back and tried to look me in the eye.

      ‘Well, don’t you look nice today, Devon.’ She enunciated every syllable as she always did when speaking to me. She reached up – though she wasn’t exactly short, I had a good ten centimetres on her – and touched my hair, continuing the space invasion. ‘Though I still don’t see why you refuse to do anything with your lovely red hair. You could be nice-looking if you only put some effort into yourself.’ She paused briefly, wrinkling her nose as she did so. ‘But then, I suppose that’s for the best.’

      I touched my hair instinctively. There was nothing wrong with it. Before I could think of a response though, my mother had thrust Chloe’s baby into my arms.

      ‘You haven’t even asked about your nephew. Isn’t he getting big now?’

      ‘Hello, Daniel,’ I said as I held the baby out in front of me. Crap, what the hell were you supposed to say to babies? ‘You, er, you have my grandfather’s name. Did you know that?’ He giggled in reply. ‘You never knew him, but he was a good man. I hope you grow up to be like him. He left mighty big shoes for you to fill. Not literally, of course. You don’t even wear shoes.’ He replied to this with a surprisingly loud belch.

      My cousin stepped forward and plucked him from my arms. ‘Sorry about that. He’s got his father’s manners.’ She laughed at her own little ‘joke’ for a second before hugging me with her free arm. What was it with this family and non-consensual touching?

      ‘How are you, sweetie?’

      ‘Hungry. You?’

      ‘Devon! Don’t be rude,’ my mother admonished. ‘Chloe’s taking an interest in your life. You could at least be polite.’

      What? Why did people ask that question if they didn’t want the answer?

      Auntie Margaret cut in before I could reply. ‘So, Devon, how’s your course going? You’re still doing print-making, right? You’ll never guess! One of Chloe’s girlfriends started a new job in a print shop last month. Isn’t that a coincidence?’

      ‘That’s not the same thing. My course is in additive manufacturing, more commonly called 3D printing, specifically in adapting both the media and the equi—’

      ‘It feels like you’ve been in university for ages. Our Chloe started the same time you did and it’s already forever ago since she graduated. How long has it been for you, Devon?’

      ‘This is my eighth year in total.’

      She nodded as if she understood. ‘Mm-hmm… Of course, Chloe was able to finish in just four years, which is lucky. It meant she was still young enough to get married and start a family.’ She looked at me for a moment. ‘But I suppose the conventional life isn’t for everyone.’

      Chloe had done some kind of arts degree before marrying some generic, over-privileged City-boy type. She was all tits, teeth, and hair. Generic.

      Auntie Margaret smiled tightly, as if she felt sorry for me for not having Chloe’s life. But the one she really pitied was my mother. My refusal to live a conventional life was a constant source of embarrassment to my mum.

      Chloe flashed a way-too-white smile at me as she shoved one of her boobs into the baby’s face. ‘I told Mel you were doing a PhD in printing and she didn’t even believe me. She said it’s not really that hard.’ Her eyes widened and she glanced quickly from side to side. ‘I mean, for her… Mel doesn’t find the concepts difficult, but I suppose everyone’s different, right?’ I wouldn’t admit it out loud, but part of me enjoyed watching Chloe squirm.

      I shouldn’t be cruel; it’s not that Chloe was a bad person. She was just entirely focused on the superficial. I had no patience for appearances and couldn’t relate to people who prioritised the look of a thing over its purpose. She was all right, as long as you didn’t ask her any taxing questions. Laughing to myself, I enjoyed a mental image of using the word taxing in front of her. She’d probably call her accountant in a panic.

      ‘Printing does seem an odd choice of career,’ my mother added. ‘It will be obsolete soon, you mark my words. Everywhere’s going paperless. There just won’t be any call for printers.’

      I allowed myself a small grimace as I tried to explain for the— Well, I’d long since given up counting the number of times I’d had to explain my specialism to my family.

      ‘My research looks at the forces affecting both the melting and solidification of weld bead in 3D printing and how the feedstock can be adjusted to counter those forces. I’m looking to understand the effect of pressure, gravity, and extreme temperatures on laser–material interaction and formation of the melt pool.’

      I let my words hang in the air for a few moments, finding my family’s brief speechlessness gratifying. But my aunt couldn’t let it continue.

      ‘I don’t see why you won’t go to university here.’

      ‘It’s a pretty niche specialism, Auntie Margaret. Kent University is more known for arts and social sciences.’ It bothered me how many people seemed to think universities were interchangeable.

      ‘But your parents worry about you. It would be better if you stayed here, where they could look after you.’

      ‘I’m twenty-six years old. I don’t need looking after! And besides, Nottingham’s only a few hours away. It’s not like I’m living on another planet.’

      It was my mother’s turn to make ridiculous statements.

      ‘You were always so good at physics. I don’t understand why you abandoned it.’ She wiped her eyes with her sleeve.

      ‘I just said my research is focused on both the mechanics and thermodynamics of additive manufacturing.’

      Suddenly Auntie Margaret leapt up from the sofa and declared they had to get going. Chloe took her mother’s lead and set the baby in its carrier thingy, which triggered another round of hugging and air kissing.

      The moment the door was closed, my mother rounded on me. ‘Devon Alexis Thornback! Your behaviour this afternoon has been disgraceful. And just look at you. All those different colours and patterns. Nothing matches, not even your socks.’

      ‘I like bright colours. Why shouldn’t I wear them?’

      ‘You look like a parrot.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I said.

      My mother put her hands on her hips and smacked her lips. ‘That wasn’t a compliment, young lady. I don’t see why you can’t even pretend to be polite. For my sake. It’s all I ask.’

      ‘What? What did I do?’

      ‘Don’t give me that. They’re your family. They love you and they want what’s best for you, like your father and I do. Why can’t you try harder? They’re nice, normal people.’ She covered her face with her hands. ‘Why can’t you even pretend to be normal?’ Being normal was my mother’s highest aspiration.

      ‘They’re definitely normal,’ I sneered. I heard her sob as I turned and walked down the hall.

      ‘Yes, they are. Sadly, I’m not so lucky,’ my mother replied.

      I walked into the kitchen, where I found my dad chopping tomatoes. He removed his headphones when I waved to him.

      ‘Hey, kiddo. Sorry, I didn’t hear you come in.’ He gestured at the headphones now hanging around his neck as he pulled out his phone and searched for the pause button.

      ‘Is the menace still here? I’ve been hiding out all afternoon listening to an old podcast about a group of people who spent a year living in a Mars analogue facility in Hawaii. Have you listened to it? It’s superb.’

      I smiled at him. ‘No, I haven’t, but it sounds interesting. And no, Auntie Margaret is gone. It’s safe to come out. They just left.’ I was overwhelmed by the scent of roasted garlic. ‘Hey, what are you making? It smells great.’

      ‘Ratatouille – and don’t worry, I’ll run yours through the blender. You can eat it as soup. If we’re lucky, your mum won’t even notice.’

      My dad was always more accommodating than my mother. He didn’t exactly understand me, but at least he made efforts to make me feel like less of a burden.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      If you enjoyed this sneak preview, Devon’s Island is available now wherever books are sold. If you order direct from me, you’ll get 20% off with code STARDUST.
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